The purpose of the study was to explore first-year accounting students' profile (N= 3075) in terms of academic performance over a period of five years (2010)(2011)(2012)(2013)(2014) at a South African university.
INTRODUCTION
Accounting students' profile of self, career and employability can play a significant role in degree choices based on prior knowledge and of how potential accounting students perceive a career in accounting that could possibly influence future career paths. Degree and career paths are vital in matching the profile of accounting students with prior knowledge and insights of degree and career prospects (Papageorgiou, Callaghan, Coldwell and Joosub 2014) . Students' career pathways have gained momentum since subject and career guidance have been introduced at school level together with 'open days' hosted at most of the South African 210 academic institutions assisting scholars in guiding students in their degree choices and futures careers. Some students' profiles can often lead to students who become completely indecisive in choosing subjects for a degree, choosing a career and/or experiencing uncertainty among career choices that guarantee employability (Bullock-Yowell, Peterson, Reardon, Leierer and Reed 2011; Weatherby, Winne, MacAllister and Nesbit 2008; Eddy, Burke and Fiksenbaum 2008) . While some students' profiles indicate that students who prefer to study towards becoming Chartered Accountants (CAs) indicate lower levels of subject indecision since the professional body together with academic institutions provide a fixed curriculum for the degree (SAICA 2016; Jordaan, Burger and Smithard 2009; Papageorgiou et al. 2014) .
Over the past decade, student numbers have increased, wider variety in the prior knowledge of students have been perceived and the changing learning environment (referring to the digital environment) that placed yet more pressure on resources and facilities. These challenges have increased the desires for income cohort and brought about improved flexibility in modes of study, as well as further exploration in relation to quality and standards (Fry, Ketteridge and Marshall 2009) . These factors in turn influence the academic performance of undergraduate students, student support systems, degree quality and mode of teaching (DoE 2002 ). An additional encounter facing higher education is the probability that students need to be more equipped and trained for the 'world of work' (Fry et al. 2009, 3) .
Academic institutions may admit students who fulfil the requirements however due to the number of places available for the degree they are applying for only a select few are enrolled.
Currently the norm is that students apply at more than one university to avoid disappointment and if accepted at one university it would free up a place at the other university/ies the student applied for. Universities have to rely on pre-university indicators, for example marks obtained in Grade 12, which will provide an indication whether or not students are eligible to register for the degrees they have chosen. Although universities provide a learning environment, facilities, lecturers and study material, all of which should be conducive to succeed at a university, the way in which students learn and adapt to student life can only be influenced to a certain degree. Biggs (1993) states that learning should not be viewed in isolation but forms part of other aspects such as teaching methods, curriculum, assessment, and students' prior experiences and knowledge. Student learning refers to creating a learning environment in which students can learn effectively, which influence the learning approach and, eventually, academic performance and outcome (Booth, Luckett and Mladenovic 1999; Biggs 1993) .
A model that indicates student learning processes, developed by Biggs (1985) , consisting of three stages: presage, process and product was adapted for this study focusing only on the 211 presage and product stages (indicated as non-shadowed areas) (uncontrollable factors), as illustrated in Figure 1 . The first stage emphasises both the student profile, that is, the age, race and gender of students admitted to the university, and the pre-university knowledge that students bring to lectures which could influence academic performance. The second stage (see Figure 1 -indicated as shaded areas) (controllable factors) was not explored in this study since lecturers/educators can control the learning environment but not the presage stage. The model implies that the product stage can be altered or influenced to some degree through teaching methods and the learning approach to academic performance or product.
The objectives of this study were to explore (see Figure 1 ) the impact of the accounting student's profile admitted to the university (age, gender, race) and the pre-university knowledge (languages in Grade 12, Grade 12 subject choice, whether Accounting was a Grade 12 subject or not) on academic performance or outcome (measured in marks obtained in Accounting I).
The motivation of the research was to establish if the demographics of students (N=3075) (Table 1) admitted to Accounting I for a period of five years (2010) (2011) (2012) (2013) (2014) had an impact on students' academic performance and, consequently, to recommend further research into trends and possible patterns in student profiles and pre-university knowledge versus academic performance. To address the objectives of the study, each of the factors were investigated that could have an impact on students' academic performance:
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This art begins by reviewing the literature pertaining to the impact of students' profile on academic performance with particular reference to first-year accounting students. Next the research design is documented, thereafter a discussion on the findings of the study, followed by the conclusion, limitations, value of the study and recommendations.
LITERATURE REVIEW
There are currently twenty-three universities in South Africa, eleven universities of which are research intensive in conducting pure and applied research, six universities are of technology and the remaining six universities are comprehensive offering traditional programmes (Pitso 2013 ). The university under review is a public, urban, comprehensive university in South Africa. South African universities need to attract a variety of students who match the current demographics of the country, thus including students from different backgrounds, schooling systems, and income and socioeconomic groups. It is therefore essential to identify some of the determining factors, age, gender, race, language, Grade 12 subject choice and whether or not Accounting as a Grade 12 subject could influence students' academic performance in the various courses offered at universities.
Previous studies relating to student success factors investigated student profiles and the factors affecting academic performance in various disciplines. The following more recent Accounting studies were discussed by referring to student, lecturer and institution-related factors for academic success. Baard, Steenkamp, Frick and Kidd (2010) investigated factors influencing success in first-year Accounting with reference to the student profile, while Oosthuizen and Eiselen's (2012) study identified factors associated with first-year Accounting students' success. Steenkamp, Baard and Frick (2009) This study aims to explore the trends and possible patterns in the student profile of firstyear Accounting students in terms of academic performance over a period of five years at a South African university. The student profile includes age, gender, race, the eleven official SA languages, 62 different Grade 12 subjects and whether students had Accounting as a Grade 12 subject. As shown in Figure 1 , the presage and product stages were investigated to determine whether a relationship exists between the profile of first-year Accounting students and academic performance. Müller et al. (2007) suggest that a student who is less than 30 years of age is more likely to pass Accounting than students who are older than 30 years. According to Barlett, Peel and Pendlebury (1993) , Accounting students' age as a predictor of academic performance has largely been ignored. The study by Wally-Dima and Mbekomiza (2013) investigated gender differences in relation to academic achievement among students enrolled for Accounting at a university in Botswana. The results revealed that female students perform better in terms of their academic performance compared with their male counterparts, since female students 'work harder to break into the historically male dominated accounting profession and they mature and become more serious with their studies than male students' (Wally-Dima and Mbekomiza 2013, 23). Baard et al. (2010) also investigated gender differences in relation to academic achievement among accounting students at a South African university and found that females were more successful than males. Addow et al. (2013) investigated the relationship between English language proficiency and academic achievement among Business and Accounting students. The results showed that 'English language proficiency correlates positively with academic success' (Addow et al. 2013, 64) . Tailab (2013) explored obstacles associated with low student academic achievement in introductory courses in the College of Accounting at a university in Libya. The results indicated that one of the major obstacles was students' lack of English language proficiency. AidooBuameh and Ayagre (2013), who conducted their research at the Central University College in Ghana, investigated relationships between Accounting students admitted to the university predominantly in terms of the prior knowledge they bring to lectures and their academic performance. The results confirmed a correlation between Mathematics as a Grade 12 subject and academic performance but no correlation was found between pre-university English and academic performance. Baard et al. (2010) highlighted a number of factors which they considered to influence the success of first-year Accounting students. They found, firstly, that the higher the National Senior Certificate (NSC) 1 mark the more likely the student is to be successful and, secondly, students who did not have English as a first language are more likely to obtain a lower mark for Accounting. Mills, Heyworth and Rosenwax (2009) identified a number of factors associated with first-year students' success; the most influential being an average and above average Grade 12 mark, English as a first language and Accounting as a Grade 12 subject. Lourens and Smit (2003) confirmed that students' aggregate Grade 12 mark and main fields of learning are significant predictors of success in their first year of study at an academic institution.
A study by Akenbor (2014) investigated institutional factors influencing the academic performance of accounting students in their first year at the Federal University Otuoke in Nigeria. One of Akenbor's (2014, 15) recommendations was that 'pre-university Accounting with a minimum pass, as a key success factor for achieving in Accounting, should be part of the requirements for admitting students to the Accounting programme'. Currently, the university in this study does not require Accounting as a Grade 12 subject in order to be admitted to the Accounting commerce (CA) and the General commerce (non-CA) degrees. Akenbor (2014), Baard et al. (2010) and Rowlands (1988) and indicated that pre-university knowledge of Accounting does not significantly influence the academic performance of Accounting students in their first year. In a study aimed at understanding the academic performance and advancement of first-year accounting students at a university in Scotland, Duff (2004) concluded the best predictor of academic performance is prior achievement before entering the academic institution.
METHODOLOGY
This research study used a quantitative research method, focused on accounting students' profile entering the university and the impact on their academic performance at the end of the academic year. The group selected was Accounting students registered for both the Accounting commerce (CA) and General commerce (non-CA) degrees in their first year of study. Data was collected over a period of five years, 2010 to 2014 (Table 1) , from the university's central computer system; including the demographics of the students, marks obtained in the NSC exam and the final Accounting I marks. A minimum of a C symbol for Mathematics and English in the NSC exam is required in order to be accepted for the CA degree. Students enrolled for the CA degree have a higher Academic Points Score (APS) than students enrolled for the non-CA 215 degree. The APS score is based on their NSC exam results with a heavier weighting being given to English and Mathematics results. The sample consisted of 3075 first-year accounting students. An increase in students to identify frequencies and to compare data across the different frequencies. Cross tabulations with an appropriate test for independence and a chi-square test were conducted to determine whether categorical variables were related. Descriptive analysis provided a very useful initial examination of the data and constituted the initial phase of the statistical analysis.
In addition, a frequency distribution showed in absolute and relative (percentage) terms how often the different values of the variable were actually encountered in the sample. A one-way analysis (ANOVA) and a t-test were used to determine the differences between each of the student profile variables and academic performance.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
This section deals with the discussion of the results as per the results of the statistical analysis conducted (Illustrated in Tables 2 to 8 and Figures 2 and 3) .
Age
The students' age in this study varied from 19 to 21 years. It is assumed that age would have no effect on first-year Accounting students' academic performance, though the mean score (19-21) could not be compared with any other age group. However, the current age group (19) (20) (21) might have displayed a significant difference if the part-time students had been included in the study. The number of part-time students varied for the period under review with an average of ± 40 students per year. Part-time students were excluded from the study since the Grade 12 subjects written prior to 2010 (previously subjects were divided into higher and standard grades) were not aligned with the current Grade 12 subjects in the NSC examination (Kraak and Press 2008) for the period 2010 to 2014. Accounting I marks. None of the other race groups showed any significance difference relating to Accounting I marks. English (English as first or first additional language) was required to qualify to register for these degrees.
Gender

Choice of Grade 12 Subjects
The findings of Oosthuizen and Eiselen (2012) emphasise the importance of a minimum of 60 per cent in NSC Mathematics as an admission requirement for the Accounting programme (Smith and Naylor 2001) . The requirements for these degrees do not, however, stipulate whether Grade 12 English has to be English as first or a first additional language. According to Literacy was accepted into the Accounting I course as the other five students had both Mathematics and Mathematical Literacy as Grade 12 subjects subsequently the student that had Mathematical Literacy failed Accounting I. Apart from the languages and the requisite Grade 12 subjects, the following subjects were most popular among the BCom (General and Accounting) degree students: Accounting (84.49%), Physical Science (62.89%), Life Sciences (44.98%), Business Studies (39.61%), Mathematics Paper 3 (33.40%) and Economics (23.28%). Students' marks varied among these subjects from 60 per cent and upwards. Impact of choice of Grade 12 subjects on the marks obtained in Accounting 1 Table 7 illustrates a cross tabulation of each of the 62 Grade 12 subjects (in alpha order) and the marks obtained in Accounting I. Table 7 These highly significant correlations demonstrate that students who obtained high Grade 12 subject marks obtained higher Accounting I marks than students with lower Grade 12 subject marks. Oosthuizen and Eiselen's (2012) findings confirm that NSC Mathematics marks are strongly associated with success in first-year Accounting. However, it was surprising to note that Life Orientation, as a compulsory Grade 12 subject, also correlates with a higher Accounting I mark. Moreover, the results of the study by Addow et al. (2013) confirm that English language proficiency correlates positively with academic success. Tailab (2013) confirmed that one of the major obstacles identified was students' lack of English language proficiency. Further, Aidoo-Buameh and Ayagre (2013) concluded a relationship was found between Mathematics at pre-university level and academic performance but found no correlation between pre-university English and academic performance. In addition, a significant correlation was found between the following subjects and Accounting 
Accounting as a Grade 12 subject
As shown in Table 6 , 84.49 per cent of the first-year Accounting students had Accounting as a Grade 12 subject obtained a mean of 80.36. Table 8 illustrates that of the 2598 students who had Accounting as a Grade 12 subject 82.10 per cent passed and 17.90 per cent failed Accounting I. The findings further illustrate that of the 477 students who had not had Accounting as a Grade 12 subject 60.16 per cent passed and 39.84 per cent failed Accounting I. In Figure 2 , the trend from 2010 to 2014 indicates that more students failed Accounting I with no Accounting in Grade 12 than students who passed Accounting I. Furthermore, Figure 3 shows that more students with Accounting as a Grade 12 subject passed Accounting I, indicating an increasing trend from 2010 to 2014. (2014) was that pre-university Accounting with a minimum pass of 60%, as a key success factor to achieve in Accounting, should be part of the requirements for admitting students to the Accounting programme.
CONCLUSION
This study explored the first-year Accounting students' demographics and pre-university knowledge versus academic performance in Accounting I over a period of five years at a South African university. The objectives of this study were to determine whether students' profile and pre-university knowledge consisting of age, gender, race, language, choice of Grade 12 subjects and whether students had Accounting as a Grade 12 subject, had an effect on first-year accounting students' academic performance.
Six research statements were addressed in determining whether age, gender, race, language, choice of Grade 12 subjects and whether students had Accounting as a Grade 12 subject influenced students' academic performance (measured in terms of marks obtained in Accounting I). The first variable was addressed, that is, the age of students, and the findings confirmed that the students' age, which in this study varied from 19 and 21 years, had no impact on the students' marks obtained in Accounting 1. Students studying part time were excluded from the study since Grade 12 subjects prior to 2010 (which included higher and standard grades) were not aligned with the current Grade 12 subjects (Kraak and Press 2008) .
The second variable that was addressed was the students' gender, and the findings confirmed no significant difference were found between students' Accounting I marks of females and males. The third variable that was addressed was the race of students, and the findings confirmed a significant difference between black Accounting I students' marks and both Indian and white students, and also between Accounting I students' marks of white and coloured students. No significance difference in Accounting I marks was apparent for any of the other 227 race groups indicated.
The fourth variable that was investigated was the language of students. In this regard, a very strong correlation was found between the following languages as a Grade 12 subject and Accounting I marks: English First Language, English First Additional Language, Afrikaans First Additional language. Furthermore, a significant correlation was found between the following two languages, Sepedi First Language and Sesotho First Language, with Accounting I marks.
The fifth variable that was addressed was the choice of Grade 12 subjects. In this regard, the statistical data confirmed that the higher the Grade 12 marks obtained in the NSC exam the higher the Accounting I marks. It was necessary to test this cross tabulation between the choice of Grade 12 subjects and the impact on Accounting I marks, not only to confirm that the choice of Grade 12 subject does matter but also to create awareness among students and career guidance teachers of which Grade 12 subjects could assist students to obtain higher marks in Accounting I and/or to pass Accounting I. The evidence confirmed that students at risk could be identified in order to enable the university to inform those students who fit the profile not to enrol for Accounting I or to make arrangements to fill the gap by passing or obtaining good Accounting I marks.
The final variable was then addressed, namely, whether students had Accounting as a Grade 12 subject. The findings in this regard confirmed students with Accounting as a Grade 12 subject tend to display high academic performance in Accounting I. Moreover, statistical tests confirmed that there was a very high significant difference in the students' Accounting I marks who had Accounting in Grade 12 and students with no Accounting in Grade 12. Students who are at risk because they did not have Accounting as a Grade 12 subject have the option to register for the pre-accounting school, which is offered at the beginning of the academic year.
Furthermore, students at risk are identified at the beginning of the academic year and additional tutorials are made available to accommodate them. At these tutorials, attendance registers are kept so as to track at-risk students who do not attend the tutorials and/or to investigate reasons why students do not attend the tutorials.
THE LIMITATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND VALUE OF THE STUDY
The study's limitations include, firstly, the use of only one university and, secondly, a sample
